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Summary of External Examiner Reports relating to 2009/10
1.
Introduction

1.1 External examiners are asked to provide a written report, using a standard university template, at the end of the academic year. Programme teams are expected to respond to these reports within a reasonable time and to indicate how any recommendations have been addressed. External examiner reports are shared with student representatives through relevant committees (as required by the HEFCE Review of the Quality Assurance Framework
). Issues raised are reported and monitored by annual programme monitoring (APM) and at periodic review of disciplines. The procedures are described in sections 3 and 4 of the Review Handbook
. External examiner reports relating to collaborative provision are also considered at re-approval events. 

1.2 This report presents an overview of feedback provided in 280 external examiner reports relating to the academic year 2009/10. It identifies issues raised by external examiners for consideration at institutional level, and from discussion of these issues at the External Examiners’ Seminar on 24 January 2011. The report was considered by the University Learning and Teaching Committee on 3 March 2011 and will be published on the External Examiners' page of the Northumbria website. Arrangements for accessing external examiner reports are described in appendix 1. An update on recommendations from the summary of reports for 2008/09 is given in section 8. 

2.
Summary Report on Standards

2.1
The HEFCE requirement to publish external examiner summary reports on the TQI website was discontinued in 2006 but Northumbria has continued to ask external examiners if, in their view, the following statements can be confirmed:

a) standards set for the awards are appropriate for qualifications at this level, in this subject

b) student performance is comparable with similar programmes or subjects in other UK institutions with which you are familiar

c) processes for assessment, examination and the determination of awards are sound and fairly conducted.

2.2
The University Learning and Teaching Committee (ULT) has separately considered two responses from Schools on how issues, raised by external examiners unable to confirm one or more of the statements, have been addressed and how those external examiners have been responded to. There was a reservation on process in relation to a practical examination at a partner institution and one ‘qualified no’ where the external examiner felt unable to confirm the fairness of assessment process where anonymous marking was not in place.

3.
General

3.1
External examiner reports for 2009/10 document a mature, effective and constructively critical process to safeguard academic standards and enhance the assessment experience. There is extensive favourable comment on the involvement of external examiners in module/programme development and on our responsiveness to their feedback. The significant contribution of the process to programme development and currency is often reported by external examiners in the final year of office, who are asked to provide an overview on progress made during their tenure.

· 
In my 2007 report when I started as an external examiner at Northumbria University I described the quality assurance processes and their execution as being 'class leading'. This is a view that I still hold and during my appointment I have been impressed with what is clearly a commitment to continuous improvement. The strengths of the system are the procedures themselves and the staff engagement in implementing them. There has been considerable change in structures and personnel but quality of QA work remains exemplary and there is a commitment to continually raise the bar. 

3.2
Reports contain a wealth of detailed subject-specific feedback on assessment and indicate a process of rigorous and reflective dialogue between external examiners and programme teams. Quality assurance procedures are reported to be generally improving, transparent, meticulous and sometimes exemplary. The commitment of programme teams, and their dedication to improving the student experience, is referred to extensively.
· The QA processes in place have always been strong on the programme and are the best I have seen at any of the Institutions I have either worked at or externally examined at. 

· Without exception, processes and systems were effective and clear. There was impressive attention to detail throughout, and I commend the thoroughness of quality management overall. 

· 
During the time I have held this office, reviews and changes made to the programme/modules have been timely and appropriate, maintaining the high standard of the programme and reflecting the contemporary and changing nature of criminal justice. 

· 
In maintaining the quality in this area, the School has the potential to be a national leader. 

· 
The facilities that the Course enjoys, and the uses to which they are put, are enviable assets of which the School and the University should be justly proud. These clearly develop year after year and are, by any standards, impressive. 

· I wish to congratulate the staff on a well run ‘world class’ course and a good set of results.

· The Law School has gone from strength to strength during my period in office and continues to excel in the delivery of its courses. The transition to the new state of the art Law School building has clearly been an unqualified success and has enhanced the Law School’s already enviable reputation.

· The programmes are distinct and characterful, with Northumbria offering an experience not readily available elsewhere.
3.3
An evolving external examiner role, with increasing emphasis on the broader advisory ‘critical friend’ is evident in the reports. Many external examiners (particularly for practice-based/ vocational programmes) are able to meet with students and gain their perspective first-hand. External examiners report that this improves their understanding of the provision, provides a more coherent picture of the student experience (particularly given the constraints of the two-tier examination board structure) and is an opportunity to explore possible issues. 

3.4
One external examiner asks for the inclusion of a question on the student experience on the reporting template. Raised for discussion at the 2011 External Examiner Seminar, views on this were divided. Some normally meet with students, feel able to report on this using the current template and perceive their role to have an appropriate balance between assessment outcomes and the student experience. Others felt that their remit relates to the assurance of academic standards, and that responsibility for the broader student experience must rest with the programme team underpinned by internal/external quality assurance systems. No recommendations are made in this report in respect of these issues, pending publication of the outcome of a sector review of external examining arrangements, expected imminently. 

· My impression is of a School where professionalism is combined with a pleasant working atmosphere.  No surprise that this affects the students – all the students that I met spoke in complimentary terms of their contacts with staff, and similar comments appeared frequently in the student comments on the module reviews.
· 
I commend the careful consideration given to student marks at exam boards. However, where is the forum for module review? I believe this happens within module teams after the exam boards. It may be beneficial for external examiners to be informed of this at the boards or a written report sent. The external can then gain a better understanding of how the module has worked, student feedback, new innovations and suggestions for improvement.

3.5
There is extensive indication of strength in development and currency of programmes to enhance graduate employability and of the growth of research-led provision.

· 
Graduates from Northumbria are entering the workplace with a very good broad spectrum of knowledge with exceptional technical and problem solving skills which I believe is higher than graduates with many institutions in the UK.
· Staff have worked very hard to provide meaningful, industry relevant, assessments and challenging examination papers.
· As evidenced by the student’s recent successes at GFW both on the catwalk and at the accompanying exhibition the fashion programme is producing graduates of a high calibre who are “industry-ready”.
· The teaching and learning strategies and the assessment methods support and address the module learning objectives in every module I looked at. The effort placed in bringing in examples and case studies from industry, as well as addressing issues and areas for debate that are topical and current is commendable, as is the emphasis on problem-solving and on developing employability geared skills, such as entrepreneurship and consultancy skills. 

· The work I am involved with at Northumbria has managed to be directly oriented to the labour market and the skills development of students without sacrificing the ability to evolve academically in challenging ways.
· The use of learning contracts is very effective and gives a good baseline for progression as well as a good introduction to the nature of work based learning. There is a very clear and strong relationship between the student and their workplace, enabling the ‘content’ to focus closely on specific student and employer need.
· Areas to be commended and worthy of wider dissemination include the development of consultancy and entrepreneurship skills and of work involving real world complexity that I found present in various modules, that should be greatly valued by prospective employers. 

· It is my firm belief that the university should be proud to offer such a ground-breaking course, led by a research-informed staff team of international repute.
· The assessments show a good understanding of often complex topics, and a willingness to apply research findings to everyday communicative practice and educational settings. 
· The research base and professional practice being engaged with by staff is impressive and deserves acknowledgment and the continued support of the university.
· I would positively endorse the emphasis on global issues and development which is commendable and indicative of clear research strengths in the School. 
4.
External examiner arrangements

4.1
External examiners generally report that their role was clearly defined in briefing materials and found the external examiner web-page
 to be a useful reference. Those who attended the annual Seminar were appreciative of the opportunity to debate issues with other external examiners, and to meet with programme teams and sometimes with students. Several new external examiners had found mentoring arrangements to be useful.
· 
The briefing information provided by the University and Department was exemplary and very helpful.
· 
I found the external examiners’ induction day extremely informative and useful to develop a good broad understanding of the quality assurance processes and the vision of the university. 

· 
The briefing information provided to me on an ongoing basis has been of a high standard.  The University publishes its Examiners' Handbook and Assessment Regulations for Northumbria Awards annually. These are sent to external examiners and provide authoritative terms of reference for the role we are required to play. The University is particularly good at alerting external examiners to changes in the regulations and of the impact of these changes.
· 
The university’s mentoring system is also very effective and it was useful to know that I could email or speak to someone if I needed some informal advice.
4.2
There appears to have been further improvement in both the management of the external examiner process and in providing contextual information to more clearly convey internal moderation arrangements; a development which in itself brings about improvement as external examiners report variation in practice between modules and commend particular examples of good practice.

· I would highlight the internal moderation forms as an example of good practice. These not only document a process that is fair and effective (first and second marking) but also show considerable critical reflection by staff on the modules they are responsible for.  

· 
There has been a considerable improvement compared to the academic year 2008/09, with all necessary information and assessment material provided to me in time for the MEBs. 
· There is a well-organised system of internal verification in place, while the unhelpful mark sheet template that I mentioned last year has.....been replaced by a feedback sheet of far more benefit to the students.
· 
I am pleased to see good improvement in the provision, management and administration of the programmes and modules delivered. Compared to the year before, almost all of the material sent was received by me in a timely manner reducing the stress in carrying out my job and improving the effectiveness of the external examining process. 
· 
The attention and processes to facilitate internal quality assurance has dramatically improved.
· The quality of information and administrative support was very high and the external examiner’s portfolio that I received at the end of semester 1 was exemplary in terms of content and organization. 

4.3
Some improvement has occurred where excessive external examiner workloads (compounded by demanding deadlines) had previously been identified. There are still examples of unrealistic timescales for turnaround of work and, more particularly, of exam board dates being advised too late in the academic calendar or of external examiners receiving conflicting advice on the timing of exam boards. At the Seminar, the need for good forward planning was re-iterated given other claims on the time of external examiners.
· I was also pleased to see the reduction in the modules allocated to me (from 21 modules including collaborative provisions for 2008/09 to 12 for the academic year 2009/10). This reduction in my view has improved the effectiveness of the process. 

· The continuing issue of excessive workload due to the large number of modules needing external moderation etc, coupled with multiple batches for assessment from CV partners etc, has eased slightly this year. 
5.
Assessment and marking

5.1
Assessment practices are reported to be rigorous and fair, and learning and teaching strategies appropriate to learning objectives. Procedures are generally excellent, transparent and meticulous. Clear information is generally provided to students on assessment requirements and guidance on module delivery. There are many references to creative and innovative assessment strategies.

· 
Marking is transparent, robust and fair. 

· The marking was fair, accurate, and strongly aligned to the learning outcomes of the programmes.
· For the modules within my remit there has been a diverse set of assessment strategies which are contemporary and integrate well with respective module learning outcomes.
· One of the strengths of the programmes I review is the variety of assessment strategies that are used; they are both creative and diverse and offer students the opportunity to demonstrate their knowledge and understanding in various ways.

· The best results are exemplary and the average of a high standard. Weak students are clearly nurtured through the course.
· 
It’s also interesting to see how particular methods – such as the focus on self-reflection and team working – have now evolved from a seemingly experimental phase to established best practice.

5.2
There are still some examples of external examiners not being consulted on work set for assessment purposes. Sometimes this occurs where the external examiner appointment was made after assessment work had been determined, but several external examiners indicated that they would have suggested changes to the proposed assessment task had they been given the opportunity. Several external examiners did not think it appropriate to be asked to comment on assessment tasks/papers which had not been checked for textual errors.

5.3
Significant improvement is reported on the quality of assessment feedback, although there are still some adverse comments relating to illegible hand-writing on the feedback pro-forma. This was raised for discussion at the Seminar. Some external examiners have an institutional requirement to give typed feedback, although one commented that it can lead to the use of less personal ‘automated text’. Despite the workload implications for staff, providing written feedback to students on exam scripts is viewed positively and makes the marking process more transparent to external examiners.
· The documentation provided is always of a very high standard – extremely detailed and useful feedback is routinely and consistently provided to the students. 

· 
Tutors clearly take the process of constructive feedback very seriously and manage to find time to offer students comments which are very detailed, very fair and very constructive.  There is a real sense of commitment to helping students improve through written feedback. Having seen several students’ work across three years, I can see that this commitment is definitely bearing fruit. 
· I would flag the feedback provided by staff to students as exceptional. Staff had consistently justified the grade to students and valuable pointers to improvement were suggested......Given the number of students the Division processes the amount of feedback provided is truly impressive and a testament to the professionalism of staff. 

· A wide and diverse range of assessment methods are employed with specific feedback in both summative and formative forms given. This addresses the feedback-feed forward process well.

· The quality of feedback provided to the students at this university is good quality, focused and relevant to the student.

5.4
An issue arose during 2009/10 from the release of un-moderated marks via SITS e-vision, which had put additional pressure on staff in a busy marking period. This also had an impact on some external examiners, who felt their role compromised by this practice. The policy has been reviewed and discontinued; un-moderated marks are now available only via eLP (for applicable modules).

· Although the marking procedures seemed to be very thorough I was more than a little surprised to find the students in receipt of their marks before I had met with them! 
5.5
In 2007/08, the postgraduate pass mark was raised and the marking scale adjusted. Some external examiners are concerned that this has led to narrow classification bands where few marks distinguish a ‘bare pass’ (50), commendation (60) and distinction (70). This is currently being reviewed by the Regulations and Frameworks Sub-Committee.  
· The above problem is exacerbated by the university’s adoption of a marking scheme that accommodates the full range of award differentiation within 21 percentage points (from 48% fail to 69% distinction when rounded). Whilst the marks awarded for the work I sampled were within reasonable tolerances, in a compressed scale of 21 points even very small differences can have a significant effect. 

5.6
Examination scripts are currently anonymously marked. Some external examiners again express concern that has not been extended to coursework, where feasible. One felt unable to confirm the summary standards on assessment processes for this reason. It should be noted that anonymous marking for coursework is currently being piloted with a view to full implementation in 2011/12.
· The process of anonymous marking of the exam scripts should be extended to the coursework assessment. I understand this may impose some administrative burden to the tutors and as such, suggest the decision should be made at university level rather than at departmental one.
5.7
Feedback on the handling of academic misconduct generally indicates a fair and consistent process and acknowledgement of the role of staff guidance to students on the avoidance of academic misconduct. One external examiner, for a programme which encourages students to use ‘Turnitin’ for formative assessment, recommends that its use should be mandatory for all summative assessment. Another observes some inconsistency in the interpretation of academic misconduct guidance. 

6.
Student Performance

6.1
There is widespread reporting of rigour in the maintenance of standards and confirmation that measures are in place to ensure that standards of student performance are upheld and comparable with other HE provision. 
· I am satisfied that the performance of students is equivalent to that of similar education institutions and that the distribution of grades and specification of awards are consistence with expectations and practices elsewhere.
· I am satisfied that appropriate academic standards have been reached: assessment papers are of a high academic standard and an appropriate spread of marks has been produced by assessment.

· Overall I would say the level of attainment by students at your university is more than comparable with some of the institutions that I have worked at or been an external for.
6.2
Following a development relating to HEFCE funding rules, assessment regulations were amended in 2009/10 to include a requirement that all components of assessment are completed. Some external examiners welcomed this development.

· Last year I recall that there were examples where students had not attained the pass marks in a module due to their failure to hand in coursework. I understand that there has been a change in the regulations during the year and pleasingly there were far fewer examples of this happening this year.  

· The proposed changes to progression rules requiring students to complete all modules before proceeding is to be welcomed.

6.3
In previous years, some issues relating to academic performance of international students have been raised, and linked to intake standards. There is some feedback to indicate that steps taken to address this problem have been successful. For the year under review, an external examiner in the School of Law recommends revision of the English language postgraduate entry requirement to IELTS 7.

· There has been a notable improvement in pass rates this year although the high academic standards have remained the same. This appears to be due to pre-admission tests to exclude weak or unsuited candidates. This approach is to be commended. 

6.4
Reports indicate a rigorous and well managed moderation process to ensure consistency in standards across partner collaborative provision. Some instances of differences in student performance between home and collaborative provision, and between partner sites are reported. Reports evidence the role of external examiners in confirming that appropriate moderation procedures are in place and to make constructive recommendations where there are remaining issues.

· The internal moderation process is first class, clearly the staff fully engage in the moderation process and there is a clear audit trail that can be followed. I was especially impressed with the moderation processes relating to the collaborative provision.

· As part of the collaborative provision, good guidance is provided by Northumbria on the appropriate academic quality standards, and there was evidence of good practice, from a number of perspectives, eg use of Turnitin, marker moderation, and support and guidance.

· Your staff put a great deal of effort into ensuring comparability of attainment of students across the business school and the partner institutions. I was impressed at the examination board at both the diligence of the staff in the moderation process, but also of their analysis of the performance of the students at the partner institutions. If they identified any under or over performance by partner cohorts they sought to investigate the reasons and instigate appropriate actions.
6.5
At the weaker end of achievement there are references to the poor use of English, problems with appropriate referencing, ‘not reading sufficiently at degree level’, ‘confusion in addressing the requirements’, ‘making assumptions without providing argument or evidence’. This feedback generally acknowledges a sector-wide issue.

7.
Examination Boards
7.1
There was widespread reporting of well organised and effectively managed examination boards. Staff are well briefed and clearly conversant with the assessment regulations. Documentation was reported to be clear and informative. There is confidence in the procedure for dealing with extenuating circumstances, and discretion is considered to be exercised fairly. The operation of paperless board has been extended and this is generally welcomed by external examiners.

· Organisation and administration – first class, as always at Northumbria.
· The administration and delivery of the Boards were very impressive. It is obvious that both academic and administrative staff are very diligent in their preparation of materials and very caring in their discussion of student awards and progression.
· Extenuating circumstances were considered and discretion exercised fairly and equitably. I commend the way this was handled at the Boards I attended. 
· The exam board was conducted according to regulations and the move to reducing amounts of paper noted and appreciated! 
7.2
There was an issue, specific to one School, around the late notification of dates of some examination boards. For another School adverse feedback, relating to the organisation of boards in the previous year, had been addressed to the satisfaction of those involved. 
7.3
External examiners generally perceive the assessment regulations to be clearly articulated and fair. Other than some concerns for the narrow postgraduate classification band (see 5.5), no significant issues have been raised for University consideration. 
· The flexibility of the regulations, at the award stage, facilitates equitable treatment of students who may have peaked early in contrast to others who peak at the final hurdles. This is commendable in my view. 

· I continue to be content with the assessment regulations, as set out in ARNA and their operation at module level. The facility to arrive at final classification by different routes, helps to ensure that students are not disadvantaged, when close to classification boundaries. 
7.4
For one PAB external, there remains an issue around the rounding of module marks ending in 9, as it is prohibited by the professional regulatory body in ‘exempting subjects’ which means that students may be ‘rounded up’ in some modules and not in others. A view expressed at the Seminar was that there should be a possibility of the PAB revisiting confirmed MEB marks where a student is very close to the borderline. 
7.5
Several module external examiners ask for more statistical information to be provided. There is a request for cohort results for all modules (so that consideration can be given to comparative standards across modules) and for unconfirmed award classification profiles by cohort (to give a better overall understanding of student performance). The format of the graphical summary of module results has been amended for 2010/11, further to feedback received from one external examiner.

7.6
A revision to the confidentiality clause in relation to examination board proceedings
 remains a problem for an external examiner who was appointed by, and reports to, the Bar Standards Board. 
8.
Progress on issues raised in 2008/09
· SLTs have been asked to ensure that there is School-wide consistency in consulting external examiners on proposed work set for assessment purposes, in providing information on the moderation process and in responding to external examiner feedback.

· A review of postgraduate assessment regulations is currently being carried out by the Regulations & Frameworks Sub-committee of ULT.

· The local use of restricted marking schemes has been considered by the Regulations & Frameworks Sub-committee of ULT.
· Consideration of revision to external examiner reporting templates has been deferred pending the outcome of the sector review of external examining arrangements.

9.
Recommendations 
· To note that procedures for external examiner verification of standards of Northumbria awards and assessment processes are fair and robust.

· To thank programme teams for their work with external examiners.

· To ask School Learning and Teaching Committees to:

· continue to ensure that there is School-wide consistency in consulting external examiners on proposed work set for assessment purposes and that external examiners are given sufficient notice of examination board arrangements 
· review any external examiner comments on illegible assessment feedback and ensure that issues raised are addressed
· further consider and disseminate best practice on transparent moderation processes and the provision of relevant contextual information to external examiners.

· To ask Quality Support to:

· review the Examiners’ Handbook, appendix B clause B1.2 on confidentiality of examination board proceedings

· review the Examiners’ Handbook (and associated guidance) and external examiner reporting templates when the outcome of the QAA review of the external examiner role is published
· keep standard statistical examination board reports under review (with the SITS team) in light of external examiner feedback. 
Liz Morrow
Quality Support

Academic Registry 
The above report and its recommendations were approved by University Learning and Teaching Committee on 3 March 2011 for submission to Academic Board on 16 March 2011 and for subsequent publication on the website.
Appendix 1
Arrangements for Accessing External Examiner Reports 

1.
The external examiner’s annual report template was updated in June 2010. There are separate templates for Progression and Awards Boards and for Module Examination Boards. Both can be accessed at the external examiners' page of the Northumbria University website
. 

2.
Schools are required to place completed external examiner reports on an Outlook public folder, which has restricted University access. This summary report draws on 280 external examiner reports placed on the public folder by 13 January 2011. The breakdown by School (applicable to 2009/10) is:

	School of Applied Sciences
	12

	School of Arts & Social Sciences
	35

	School of the Built Environment
	31

	School of Computing, Engineering & Information Sciences
	40

	School of Design
	20

	School of Health, Community & Education Studies
	82

	School of Law
	26

	Newcastle Business School
	25

	School of Psychology & Sport Sciences 
	8

	Higher Education Foundation Course
	1

	Total
	280


� available at � HYPERLINK "http://hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2006/06_45/" ��http://hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2006/06_45/� 


� available from � HYPERLINK "http://www.northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/ar/qualitysupport/review/intrev/" �http://www.northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/ar/qualitysupport/review/intrev/�.


� see � HYPERLINK "http://www.northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/ar/qualitysupport/assess/exex/" �http://www.northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/ar/qualitysupport/assess/exex/�





� Examiners’ Handbook, appendix B 1.2


� available at �HYPERLINK "http://www.northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/ar/qualitysupport/assess/exex/?view=Standard"��http://www.northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/ar/qualitysupport/assess/exex/?view=Standard�
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